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CALIFORNIA GULLPOPULATIONSNESTINGAT GREATSALT LAKE, UTAH

Don S. Paul', Joseph K. Jelil, Jr.-, and Pamela K. Yorlu-iir

Although the Cahfornia gull {Lcinis calijor-

nicus) is the state bird of Utah, the history and

status of colonies nesting at Great Salt Lake

have not been well documented. Stansbury

(1852) reported gulls nesting in 1850, and the

population has been studied sporadically

since then. Behle (1958; 22-32) provided a

comprehensive review of the history of the

colonies and commented on the reliability of

early estimates, many of which were greatly

exaggerated. He made the first complete sur-

vey in 1931 (Behle 1958: 23), reporting ap-

proximately 80,000 adults breeding on the

Great Salt Lake islands. Behle (1958: 32) con-

tinued to study the population through the

1950s and concluded that

the only generahzation one can make is that there are

population shifts constantly going on and there seems

to be a movement from the remote colonies of the lake

eastward, closer to the foot of the Wasatch Front and

closer to the food supply. ... It is not certainly known
whether there has been an actual increase of the total

population of gulls for the entire region during late

years as some claim. It is my feeling that such is not the

case. Rather, by moving their nesting colonies to new
locations to the east or at the several refuges, the

seagulls are more conspicuous.

Behle (1958: 32) provided several examples of

relocations, most notably:

Hat Island which once supported 20,000 gulls has been
completely abandoned and the Gunnison Island popu-

lation has been reduced from 60,000 to 10,000 or

15,000. In contrast, the Rock Island [Utah Lake] colony

increased from a few hundred to 27,8.50.

Sporadic records and unequal effort make
data from 1932 through 1981 difficult to inter-

pret. To gain a better understanding of the

current situation, the Utah Department of

Natural Resources, Division of Wildlife Re-

sources (DWR), repeated Behle's work by
conducting aerial and ground censuses of the

colonies in 1982 and 1983 (Paul 1983). Addi-

tional surveys were made in 1986, 1987, and
1989 (Paul 1986, 1987, 1989). In all years, the

location of the colonies was determined by
making an aerial survey of the entire lake-

shore and the islands. In 1982 and 1983 a

walk-through strip count of active nests and
young was the primary method used to deter-

mine colony size: in several colonies size was
determined by using a spotting scope to count

nests or adults; in several others photo tran-

sects were made from the airplane. In 1986

and 1987 estimates of the adult population

were made using direct nest counts at small

colonies; at larger colonies estimates were
made by comparing aerial photographs to

those made in earlier years; the largest colo-

nies were estimated by Paul using knowledge
from past experience of the colony and its size.

In 1989 numbers were estimated from aerial

surveys on most islands and by strip transects

of mainland colonies. Ground counts were
made by Paul and Jehl at the large colony at

the Morton Salt Company and also on Gun-
nison Island. DWRalso censused colonies at

Utah Lake and Neponset Reservoir in 1982

and 1983. For details see Paul (1983, 1986,

1987, 1989).

The results (Table 1) show that in the 1980s

gulls nested at 16-20 sites around the lake

(Fig. 1), and that at some sites numbers varied

from year to year. Most of the changes could

be associated with a 10-foot fluctuation in lake

levels, which caused the desertion of some
colonies and the formation of others; the lake

level rose from 4202' in 1982 to 4211.8' in

1987, and then receded to 4206.5' in 1989.

For example, up to 18,000 gulls nested at

Antelope Island in the mid-1960s, even
though terrestrial predators (badger, fox, coy-

ote) had access to the colony (Paul 1983 and
personal observation). No gulls were present

in 1982 (the first year of intensive surveys),

perhaps because disturbance at a nearby exca-

vation site discouraged nesting. Large num-
bers (nearly 33,000) returned in 1983, and
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Table 1. Numbers of breeding adult California Gulls at Great Salt Lake, Utah, 1982-1989"

Department of Wildlife Resources (Paul 1983, 1986, 1987, 1989).

Data from Utah

Colony
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There are several other nestini:; loeations in

the vicinity of Great Sah Lake, of which three

are at Utah Lake. The Kock Lshmd coloiu,

estimated at 2000 adults in 1932 (l)v Behle),

grew to 27,850 adults in 1942 (Beck 1942). A
suhse(|uent rise in lake le\ el in 1944 made the

island largeK unavailable. At that time a new
site developed on a dike at the newly estab-

lished Geneva Steel plant. Beck estimated its

size at 6800 gulls in 1946. In 1979 the DWR
estimated 12,320 pairs there; 1982 and 1983

counts were 6591 and 5924 adults, respec-

tively. White Lake (a southern extension of

Utah Lake) has been active since at least the

1960s. The DWRestimated 12,124 pairs in

1979; in 1982 and 1983 there were 8981 and
7855 breeding adults, respectively.

In Rich County, east of the Wasatch Range,

gulls have nested at Neponset Reservoir since

at least the 1960s. Counts in 1982 and 1983

were 3680 and 4856 adults.

The Utah Lake and Neponset Reservoir

colonies are still active and currently hold

approximately the same numbers as in the

early 1980s (Paul, personal observation).

Discussion

The California Gull is a highly adaptable

species. Despite a 10-foot fluctuation in lake

level, which led to major changes in the

availability of breeding sites and in the size

of individual colonies in the 1980s, the num-
ber of breeding adults at Great Salt Lake
has remained essentially constant at about

75,000-80,000 birds through that decade and,

apparently, since Behle's 1931 survey. This is

surprising, in view of the major population

increase this species has undergone in the

twentieth century (Conover 1983) and an ap-

parent increase in winter population at Great

Salt Lake in recent years (Tove and Fischer

1988). The only apparent anomaly in the num-
ber of breeding birds is the drop in 1982,

which evidently resulted from the temporary
abandonment of Antelope Island. Estimating

18,000 birds at nearby colonies gives a total

of ca. 93,000-98,000 iDreeding adults for the

Great Salt Lake region.
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